Stress contributes to the development of central insulin resistance during aging: Implications for Alzheimer’s disease  by Solas, Maite et al.
Biochimica et Biophysica Acta 1832 (2013) 2332–2339
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect
Biochimica et Biophysica Acta
j ourna l homepage: www.e lsev ie r .com/ locate /bbad isStress contributes to the development of central insulin resistance during
aging: Implications for Alzheimer’s diseaseMaite Solas a, Bárbara Aisa a, Rosa M. Tordera a, María C. Mugueta b, María J. Ramírez a,c,⁎
a Department of Pharmacology, University of Navarra, 31008 Pamplona, Spain
b Clinical Chemistry Department, University Clinic of Navarra, University of Navarra, 31008 Pamplona, Spain
c Division of Neurosciences, CIMA, 31008 Pamplona, Spain⁎ Corresponding author at: Center for Applied Med
Pharmacology, School of Medicine, University of Navarra, C
Spain. Tel.: +34 948425600; fax: +34 948425649.
E-mail address:mariaja@unav.es (M.J. Ramírez).
0925-4439/$ – see front matter © 2013 Elsevier B.V. All r
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bbadis.2013.09.013a b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f oArticle history:
Received 19 April 2013
Received in revised form 12 September 2013
Accepted 19 September 2013
Available online 1 October 2013
Keywords:
Cognitive deﬁcit
Tau
Aβ
Glucocorticoid receptor
Mineralocorticoid receptor
JNKIt is becoming evident that chronic exposure to stress not only might result in insulin resistance or cognitive def-
icits, but may also be considered a risk factor for pathologies such as depression or Alzheimer's disease (AD).
There is great interest in determining the molecular mechanisms underlying interactions between stress,
aging, memory and Alzheimer's disease (AD). We have used the chronic mild stress (CMS) model to study the
effects of chronic stress on the aging process and the development of central insulin resistance and AD pathology.
CMS aged mice showed cognitive impairments in the novel object recognition test. In addition, CMS aged mice
displayed both peripheral insulin resistance, as shown by HOMA index, and decreased hippocampal levels of
pIRS and downstream intracellular signaling (pAKT, pGSK and pERK1/2). Interestingly, therewas a signiﬁcant in-
crease in both C99:C83 ratio and BACE1 levels in the hippocampus of CMS agedmice. Increased expression of the
ADmarker pTauwas also found in stressed agedmice. Increased expression of the stress-activated protein kinase
JNK was found in CMS aged mice, accompanied by signiﬁcant decreases in glucocorticoid receptor (GR) expres-
sion and increases in mineralocorticoid receptor (MR) expression. It is suggested that the interaction of stress
with aging should be considered when studying determinants of the onset and progression of AD.
© 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.1. Introduction
Stress is believed to contribute to the variability of the aging process
and to the development of age-related neuro- and psychopathologies
[1,2]. Clinical data have identiﬁed stressful lifestyle or stress-related
psychiatric disorders (i.e. major depression) as risk factors for develop-
ing Alzheimer's disease [3,4]. There is widespread recognition in the ur-
gency to understand the causes and mechanisms of AD because up to
now, all attempts to ﬁnd a cure for the disease have failed. It is becoming
increasingly clear that a concerted action for ﬁghting the AD epidemic
must be based on taking action against its risk factors. Senescence is
the major risk factor for sporadic AD. Although there is evident interest
in studying theways inwhich stressmight affect the aging process, very
few published papers have focused on this task. There continues to be
interest in understanding the mechanisms responsible for interactions
among stress, aging and memory.
The effects of stress are thought to be mediated by the activation of
the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis, culminating in in-
creased levels of glucocorticoids [5]. Aged rats aswell as elderly humans
show progressive loss of control of the HPA axis [6], although thisical Research, Department of
/Irunlarrea, 1, 31008 Pamplona,
ights reserved.statement is also controversial [7]. Glucocorticoid actions are mediated
by two ligand-dependent transcription factors, the glucocorticoid re-
ceptor (GR) and the mineralocorticoid receptor (MR). The hippocam-
pus has a rich abundance of GRs and through their actions this brain
area serves as an integral part of the feedback loop responsible for ter-
minating glucocorticoid release during the stress response [2,8]. Thus,
chronic stress could lead to hippocampal atrophy and further HPA
axis disinhibition.
Themechanisms underlying the effects of stress levels remain large-
ly unknown. Exposure to stress levels of glucocorticoids produces phys-
iological responses that are characteristic of type 2 diabetes, such
as peripheral insulin resistance; corticosterone administration has
been shown to impair insulin signaling in the rat hippocampus [9].
These effects may contribute to the deleterious consequences of
hypercortisolemic/hyperglycemic states observed in type 2 diabetes.
On the other hand, it has been suggested that cognitive impairment in
diabetes may be a glucocorticoid-mediated effect because an elevation
of circulating corticosterone is thought to be associated with memory
impairments [10–12]. Stress and insulin resistance have been suggested
to contribute not only to age-related loss of neurons in thehippocampus
of rats [13], but also to the development of lesions typical of AD [14]. In
fact, stress and glucocorticoids have been shown to exacerbate AD-like
neuropathology [15–17].
The aim of this study was to determine the molecular mechanisms
involved in chronic stress-induced insulin resistance and memory
2333M. Solas et al. / Biochimica et Biophysica Acta 1832 (2013) 2332–2339impairment in aging, aswell as to determine the contribution of chronic
stress in adulthood to the development of AD-related markers in aged
mice. This study points to a key role of the stress-activated kinase JNK
in the effects of chronic stress in aging.2. Material and methods
2.1. Animals and experimental design
C57BL/6J mice were divided into the following groups: controls
(3 months), aged (24 months) and stressed aged mice (24 months).
The chronic mild stress (CMS) procedure (6 weeks) was applied to
mice aged 19 months at the beginning of the CMS procedure. Four
months after the cessation of the stress, cognitive testing was carried
out and the mice were sacriﬁced. Increased mortality was found in
aged mice (30% mortality), especially in the CMS group (42%). Conse-
quently, the number of mice in the aged group and in the CMS aged
group was lower than expected. At the time of behavioral testing, the
number of animals was n = 10 (controls), n = 7 (aged mice) and
n = 7 (CMS aged mice).
The animals were housed in a temperature- (21 ± 1 °C) and
humidity- (55 ± 5%) controlled room on a 12-h light/dark cycle. All
the experiments were carried out in strict compliance with the recom-
mendations of the EU (DOCE L 358/1 18/2/1986) for the care and use
of laboratory animals. Every effort was made to minimize the number
of animals used and possible suffering.2.2. Chronic mild stress (CMS) procedure
Unpredictable repeatedmild stressors were applied for 6 weeks fol-
lowing the protocol described byHarkin et al. [18]withminormodiﬁca-
tions [19]. Brieﬂy, the following stressors (two–three in any 24 h
period) were applied: low intensity stroboscopic illumination (in dark,
8 h), intermittent bell (10 dB, 1/10 s), white noise (an untuned radio,
4 h), rat odor (sawdust from rat cages, 8 h), cage tilt at 45° (8 h), soiled
bedding (6 h), paired housing (with new partner, 2 h), novel object in
the home cage (3 h), water and food deprivation (8 h), overnight illu-
mination and removal of nesting material (12 h), and conﬁnement in
a small cage (80 cm3, 1 h).2.3. Cognitive testing: novel object recognition test (NORT)
One day prior to the test, locomotor activity was measured for
30 min in an open ﬁeld, which consisted of four square arenas
(65 × 65 × 45 cm3)made of blackwood, using a video tracking system
(Ethovision 3.0, Noldus Information Technology B.V., The Netherlands),
in a softly illuminated room. Total path length (cm) was analyzed.
The test was performed as previously described [10]. The open ﬁeld
consisted of a square open ﬁeld (65 × 65 × 45 cm3) made of black
wood. During the ﬁrst trial of the experiment (sample trial), two objects
(prisms, conical tubesweightedwith colored sand or small objectswere
constructed using Lego® blocks) similar in shape, size, color, texture,
etc., equidistant from the sides (10 cm) were placed within the cham-
ber. The animal was placed in the center of the open-ﬁeld and allowed
to freely explore for 5 min. It was considered that the animal was ex-
ploring the object when the head of the mouse was oriented toward
the object with its nose within 2 cm of the object. One or 24 h later a
second trial (test trial) took place, in which one object was replaced
by a different one, and exploration was scored for 5 min. In order to
eliminate olfactory stimuli, chamber and objects were cleaned after
testing each animal. To avoid preference for one of the objects, the
order of the objects was balanced between testing animals. Results
were expressed as percentage of time spent with the novel object
with respect to the total exploration time (discrimination index).2.4. Tissue and blood collection
Two days after completion of behavioral studies, fasting animals
(15 h) were sacriﬁced by decapitation between 0800 h and 1000 h.
Brains were removed, dissected on ice and stored at −80 °C. Trunk
blood was collected into EDTA tubes, centrifuged at 1250 ×g (15 min,
4 °C), and plasma was frozen.
Plasma corticosterone (50 μL) was determined using a commercially
available solid-phase 125I radioimmunoassaykit (Coat-a-Count, Siemens,
USA).
Insulin and glucose were measured in plasma samples using the
Sensitive Insulin enzyme immunoassay kit (EZRMI-13K, Millipore,
Billerica, MA) and Glucose GOD-PAP enzyme immunoassay kit (Roche
Diagnostics, Spain) respectively.
Insulin sensitivity was analyzed by assessing the homeostatic model
assessment (HOMA) index [20,21]. HOMA index is expressed as insulin
(μU/mL) × glucose (mg/dL) / 405.
2.5. Western blotting
Assays were performed in hippocampal tissue as previously de-
scribed [22]. Details on conditions used in Western blotting experi-
ments are shown in Table 1. In all cases, immunopositive bands were
visualized using an enhanced chemiluminescence Western blotting de-
tection reagent (ECL; Amersham, Buckinghamshire, England). The opti-
cal density of reactive bands visible on X-ray ﬁlm was determined
densitometrically. β-Actin was used as the internal control. Results
were calculated as the percentage of OD values of control, and when
stated, normalized to total levels of non-phosphorylated protein.
2.6. Aβ levels
Aβ1–42 levels were determined using a commercially available high
sensitivity ELISA kit (Wako Pure Chemical Industries, Tokyo, Japan) fol-
lowing manufacturer's instructions.
2.7. Data analysis
Data were analyzed by SPSS for Windows, version 15.0. Normality
was checked by Shapiro–Wilk's test (p b 0.05). Data was analyzed by
one-way ANOVA followed by Scheffe's test or by Student's t-test.
3. Results
3.1. Effects of stress on cognition
As shown in Fig. 1, with a 24-h interval between the sample and the
test phase, recognition memory was signiﬁcantly impaired by both
aging and CMS [F2,23 = 12.069, p b 0.001; n = 7–10]. Aged mice
(p b 0.05) and CMS aged mice (p b 0.001) showed learning impair-
ment compared to the control young group, as the discrimination
index in the NORT was signiﬁcantly lower. Although no signiﬁcant
effects were found in the 1-h interval paradigm [F2,23 = 2.166, p =
0.136; n = 7–10], a strong tendency in CMS aged mice (vs. control
young group) was found (p = 0.08). In order to highlight the contribu-
tion of CMS to cognitive impairments, and differentiate it from the ef-
fects of aging, data was re-analyzed comparing data from the aged
group with the CMS aged group using a Student's t-test. Signiﬁcant dif-
ferences were found in aged mice vs. CMS aged groups in the 1-h inter-
val paradigm (p b 0.05), and a strong tendency was also found in the
24-h interval (p b 0.08). It should be noted that due to the increased
mortality in the CMS aged group, the size of this group is relatively
small, which probably contributed to the high variability in the results.
The effects observed in NORT do not appear to be associated with
differences in locomotor activity, as total distance traveled in the open
ﬁeld did not differ between groups (data not shown, F2,23 = 0.520,
Table 1
Conditions used in Western blotting experiments.
Antibody Dilution Source Molecular
weight
pIR (Y1361) (1:500) Abcam, Cambridge, MA, USA 90 kDa
Total IR (1:500) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 90 kDa
pIRS1 (Ser636/639) (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 180 kDa
Total IRS1 (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 180 kDa
pAkt (Ser473) (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 60 kDa
Total Akt (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 60 kDa
pGSK3β (Ser9) (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 46 kDa
Total GSK3β (1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 46 kDa
pERK 1/2
(Thr202/Tyr204)
(1:1000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 42/44 kDa
Total ERK 1/2 (1:2000) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 42/44 kDa
pTau (AT8)
(Ser202/Thr205)
(1:1000) Pierce, Rockford, IL, USA 40–50 kDa
Total tau (T46) (1:3000) Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO, USA 40–50 kDa
GR (1:2000) Santa Cruz Biotechnology, CA, USA 95 kDa
MR (1:500) Abcam, Cambridge, MA, USA 107 kDa
pJNK
(Thr183/Tyr185)
(1:500) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 46/54 kDa
Total JNK (1:500) Cell Signaling Technology, MA, USA. 46/54 kDa
IR: insulin receptor; IRS: insulin receptor substrate; GR: glucocorticoid receptor; MR:
mineralocorticoid receptor.
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groups in the discrimination index in the sample trial in the NORT
(data not shown, F2,23 = 0.474, p = 0.632; n = 7–10).
3.2. Effects of stress on HPA axis
As depicted in Fig. 2A, basal plasma corticosterone was signiﬁcantly
increased in CMS aged mice compared to both aged and control young
groups [F2,23 = 3.522, p b 0.05; n = 7–10].
Signiﬁcant decreases in GR expression were found in the hippocam-
pus of CMS aged mice compared to either controls or aged mice
[F2,15 = 10.918, p b 0.001; n = 5–6] (Fig. 2B). MR expression was sig-
niﬁcantly increased only in the CMS agedmice [F2,15 = 7.081, p b 0.01;
n = 5–6] (Fig. 2C).
3.3. Effects of stress on insulin signaling in aged mice
As chronic exposure to stressmay lead to insulin resistance, we have
studied the effects of CMS on insulin levels and associated intracellular
pathways in aged mice. Fasting insulin levels were signiﬁcantly in-
creased [F2,23 = 19.983, p b 0.001; n = 7–10] (Fig. 3A) in CMS aged
mice compared to both control and aged mice (p b 0.001 in both
cases). Glucose levels [F2,23 = 7.994, p b 0.01; n = 7–10] (Fig. 3B)
and HOMA index [F2,23 = 24.023, p b 0.001; n = 7–10] (Fig. 3C)Fig. 1. Effects of chronic stress (CMS) on cognitive performance in aged mice. Data shows
discrimination index (time exploring the new object / total exploration time × 100) in
the novel object recognition test. *p b 0.05, ***p b 0.001, Scheffe's multiple-comparison
test.
Fig. 2. Effects of chronic stress (CMS) on HPA axis in aged mice. In panel A, the effects of
chronic stress (CMS) on levels of plasma corticosterone (CORT) in aged mice were
shown. In panel B, the effects of chronic stress (CMS) on glucocorticoid receptor (GR)
levels in aged mice were shown. In panel C, the effects of chronic stress (CMS) on miner-
alocorticoid receptor (MR) levels in agedmicewere shown. *p b 0.05, **p b 0.01, Scheffe's
multiple-comparison test.were altered according to insulin level variations. Interestingly, HOMA
index in aged mice was similar to controls. Therefore, CMS aged mice
showed signs of peripheral insulin resistance.
Fig. 3. Effects of chronic stress (CMS) on insulin resistance in aged mice. Peripheral (plasma) insulin (panel A) and glucose (panel B) levels. Panel C shows HOMA index (insulin
(μU/mL) × glucose (mg/dL) / 405). Panels D and E show percentage of optical density (O.D.) values of control young mice and representative picture of the blotting. **p b 0.01,
***p b 0.001, Scheffe's multiple-comparison test.
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creased levels of insulin receptor phosphorylation (Fig. 3D) was found
in CMS aged mice. Interestingly, the phosphorylation status of the
adapter protein insulin receptor substrate 1 (IRS1) at the active site
(Ser636/639) was signiﬁcantly reduced in the CMS aged group com-
pared to control and aged mice ([F2,15 = 31.995, p b 0.001; n = 5–6],Fig. 4. Involvement of stress activated protein kinase JNK. Data shows effects of chronic stress (C
test.Scheffe's multiple-comparison, p b 0.001) (Fig. 3E). The stress-activate
kinase JNK [23] phosphorylates the insulin receptor substrate 1 (IRS1)
at an inhibitory site that can block signal transduction by the insulin re-
ceptor [24], therefore purportedly altering insulin-related intracellular
pathways, namely the Akt–GSK3β–Tau pathway. There was a signiﬁ-
cant increase in levels of phosphorylated JNK (pJNK) [F2,15 = 7.364,MS) on phosphorylated JNK levels in aged mice. *p b 0.05, Scheffe's multiple-comparison
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(p b 0.05) and aged (p b 0.05) groups (Fig. 4).
When studying the insulin-triggered pathways, decreased levels of
phosphorylated Akt (pAkt) were found in both aged and CMS aged
mice [F2,15 = 9.032, p b 0.01; n = 5–6] (Fig. 5A). GSK3β is inactivated
byphosphorylation by pAkt, leading to increased active formwhen total
levels are not modiﬁed. GSK3βwas found to be signiﬁcantly decreased
in only the CMS aged group ([F2,15 = 7.814, p b 0.05; n = 5–6],
Scheffe's multiple-comparison test, p b 0.05) (Fig. 5B). GSK3β is re-
sponsible for phosphorylating Ser202 of tau protein [25]. As depicted
in Fig. 5C, there was a signiﬁcant increase on tau phosphorylation in
both the CMS and CMS aged groups [F2,15 = 12.898, p b 0.01; n = 5–
6]. Even though there was a trend toward increases in pTau in the
CMS aged group compared to the aged group (p = 0.08), this increase
did not reached statistical signiﬁcance.
Insulin binding to insulin receptors also activates another signal
transduction cascade identiﬁed as theMAPK/ERKpathway. A signiﬁcant
effect in pERK1 [F2,15 = 5.129, p b 0.05; n = 5–6] and in pERK2 levels
[F2,15 = 4.146, p b 0.05; n = 5–6]was found (Fig. 5D). Further analysis
showed signiﬁcant decreases in pERK1 (p b 0.05) and pERK2 (p b 0.05)
in CMS aged mice compared with controls.
Consistent with a post-transcriptional regulation of these enzymes,
total insulin receptor, IRS1, Akt, GSK3β, tau and ERK1/2 protein levels,
normalized using actin, remained unaltered.
3.4. Effects of stress on APP processing in aged mice
As depicted in Fig. 6A, APP protein levels were not affected by either
aging or stress aging [F2,15 = 0.131, p N 0.05; n = 5–6]. When analyz-
ing the amyloidogenic route (Fig. 6C), signiﬁcant increases in the C99:
C83 ratio were found in stress aged mice [F2,15 = 5.276, p b 0.05;Fig. 5. Effects of chronic stress (CMS) on insulin downstream signaling pathways (panels A to
representative picture of the blotting. *p b 0.05, **p b 0.01, Scheffe's multiple-comparison testn = 5–6], and BACE1 levels were signiﬁcantly increased in CMS aged
group compared to controls [F2,15 = 6.341, p b 0.05; n = 5–6]
(Fig. 6B). Even though Aβ42 levels (Fig. 6D) appear to be higher in the
CMSaged group, these data did not reach statistical signiﬁcance, probably
due to the high variability of the data [F2,15 = 1.052, p N 0.05; n = 5–6].
4. Discussion
Exposure to stress might have deleterious effects on brain structure
and function,which could bemanifested either immediately after stress
exposure [8] or as a long-term vulnerability later in life [1]. It iswell doc-
umented that chronic elevation of circulating corticosterone concentra-
tions by stress exerts an inhibitory inﬂuence on learning and memory
retrieval [10,12]. However, so far the studies on lasting consequences
of stress exposure have generally been restricted to the early postnatal
period [22], adolescence [26] or chronic stress during mid-life [27,28].
Animals exposed to CMShave been described to show signs of increased
activity in the HPA axis, behavioral (depressive-like behavior) alter-
ations and cognitive deﬁcits that may persist up to one month after
the cessation of stress [19]. Down-regulation of GRs by blocking the
negative feedback on the HPA axis would contribute to maintaining an
altered response to stress. The ﬁnding of signiﬁcant long-lasting effects
(4 months after the cessation of stress) of CMS on cognition in aged
mice leads us to propose that chronic exposure to stress might acceler-
ate senescent hippocampal degeneration. Supporting this hypothesis is
the important increase in mortality that was found in agedmice, partic-
ularly those subjected to CMS. However, this increasedmortality has led
to a decrease in sample size in this study, and therefore, data from cog-
nitive studies should be cautiously considered.
Taking into account the fact that aging per se does not appear to alter
MR expression [29], the fact that this study showed increased levels ofD). All panels show percentage of optical density (O.D.) values of control young mice and
.
Fig. 6. Effects of chronic stress (CMS) on APP processing. Panels A to C show percentage of optical density (O.D.) values of control young mice and representative picture of the blotting.
Panel D shows Aβ1–42 levels (pmol/mg). *p b 0.05, **p b 0.01, Scheffe's multiple-comparison test.
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be noted that regulation of MR expression appears to depend on the
type of stress (social vs. environmental [30]) and time course of exposi-
tion to elevated corticosterone levels (adolescence vs. adulthood [31]).
Therefore, increases inMRs cannot be generalized to all types of chronic
stress situations. The increases inMRs found in our studymight be relat-
ed to compensatorymechanismsdeveloped in stressed agedmice. It has
been described that glucocorticoid actions upon theMRprotect neurons
in stress. MR activation enhances the induction of LTP in hippocampus
[32]. Therefore, the increased levels of MR found in this studymight re-
ﬂect compensatory changes occurring so as to alleviate the loss of GRs,
as already shown in AD [33]. However, these increases in MR could
also contribute to the classical GR blockade/downregulation-associated
cognitive deﬁcits. Supporting this hypothesis, a recent clinical study re-
ported that long term memory was enhanced in healthy volunteers re-
ceiving the MR antagonist spironolactone [34].
Exposure to stress levels of glucocorticoids produces physiological
responses that are characteristic of insulin resistance. Among the differ-
ent mechanisms that have been suggested to be responsible for insulin
resistance in stress [35], our results point to a central role of JNK. JNK, as
a member of the MAPK family, is a central stress signaling pathway in-
volved in neuronal plasticity, regeneration, cell death and regulation
of cellular senescence [36,37]. JNK may directly induce insulin resis-
tance [38] because JNK phosphorylates IRS1 at an inhibitory site that
can block signal transduction by the insulin receptor [24]. Even though
increased peripheral levels of insulin do not necessarily reﬂect its levels
in the brain, both reduced insulin receptor phosphorylation and the
signiﬁcant reduction in IRS1 phosphorylation status (at the active
Ser636/639 site) suggest that insulin signaling-dependent effects are
inhibited in CMS aged mice, as already suggested in AD [39,40]. It has
even been suggested that cognitive impairment in diabetes may be a
glucocorticoid-mediated effect because an elevation of circulatingcorticosterone is thought to be associated with memory impairments
[10–12].
The insulin signal transduction cascade of the Akt/GSK3β pathway
promotes neuronal survival by directly inactivating the proapoptotic
machinery. Interestingly, this is one of the main routes required for
the induction of long-term potentiation and depression, basic processes
underlying learning andmemory [41]. In this regard, clinical and epide-
miological studies suggest that diabetes and hyperinsulinemia are fac-
tors that are suspected of increasing the risk of developing AD [42].
Through dysregulation of GSK3β, dysfunction of the insulin receptor fa-
cilitates tau hyperphosphorylation [43], which forms neuroﬁbrillary
tangles in AD. Supporting our hypothesis regarding the involvement
of JNK, Akt and tau have been shown to be important substrates of
JNK [44]. Previous studies have also reported the association between
the hyperphosphorylation of tau and stress and stress-activated kinases
[45,46]. The alterations found in this study in another signal cascade
activated by the insulin receptor, the ERK1/2 pathway, may also be con-
tributing to the stress-associatedmemory deﬁcits. ERK1/2 play essential
roles in neuronal survival [47] and synaptic plasticity related to learning
and memory formation [48]. Altogether, alterations in insulin activated
pathways might contribute to cognitive deﬁcits in stressed aged mice.
On one hand, clinical studies report a strong correlation between the
extent of tau hyperphosphorylation and severity of impairments of
memory [49,50]. On the other hand, previous work demonstrated an
absolute requirement for ERK activity in the induction of LTP [51] and
memory consolidation [52].
The principal constituent of amyloid plaques observed in AD is the
Aβ protein, which is generated from APP. APP can be cleaved by
BACE1 and α-secretase to produce C99 and C83. These C-terminal frag-
ments can then be cleaved by γ-secretase to produce Aβ and p3, respec-
tively [14]. It has been shown experimentally that stress/increased
corticosterone levels provoke misprocessing of amyloid precursor
2338 M. Solas et al. / Biochimica et Biophysica Acta 1832 (2013) 2332–2339peptide in the rat hippocampus, resulting in increased levels of Aβ
[15,22,53] and potentiating the deleterious effects of Aβ on neuronal
survival [46]. In transgenic mouse models of AD [16,17], it has also
been shown that chronic stress or elevated glucocorticoid levels poten-
tiate Aβ deposition and induce cognitive deﬁcits. In recent studies car-
ried out on chronically stressed adult animals it has been reported
that animals sensitive to stress, and not those resistant to stress, also
show increased Aβ and BACE1 levels [54]. In our study, even though
increases in Aβ levels did not reach statistical signiﬁcance (probably
due to the small number of data associated to increased mortality in
the CMS aged group), there was an increase in the amyloidogenic pro-
cessing of APP in CMS aged mice, as shown by increased C99:C83 ratio
and increased expression of BACE1, that were not accompanied by
changes in the expression of APP. However, it should be noted that
the ratio C99:C83 is increased only in CMS aged mice when compared
to controls, and no differences with the aged mice were found.
Therefore, a contribution of aging independent from stress cannot be
discarded. C99 has intrinsic neurotoxic properties [55], causes synaptic
degeneration [56] and impairs long-term potentiation [57] and cogni-
tion [58], although all these effects are most probably due to enhanced
Aβ generation.
Interestingly, it has been reported that JNKmediates BACE1 upregu-
lation [59,60]. Understanding these interactions would be important
given that the tau hyperphosphorylation and pathology are also trig-
gered by misprocessing of APP into Aβ [61–63]. Therefore, JNK activa-
tion might constitute the link by which stress interferes with both
amyloidogenic processing and tau phosphorylation. In this sense, the
activation of JNK has been associated with age-dependent amyloid
plaque deposition and tau phosphorylation in a Tg2576/PS1 double
transgenic mouse [23,64,65].
Altogether, the present data further support the idea that endoge-
nous (age) and exogenous factors (stress)might be important determi-
nants of the onset and progress of AD. However, the results of this study
should be cautiously considered because of the small sample size. From
our results, a tentative mechanism could be hypothesized by which
glucocorticoids, through an activation of JNK, inactivate the insulin
receptor-mediated pathways.
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